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Abstract 
 
 In this study, the movie "Who Is Afraid of Virginia Wolf" directed by Michael Nickels was analyzed with the analytical-
descriptive methods of Jungian study of archetypes.  The aim of the analysis was to specifically analyze the movie characters’ 
personality aspects in their middle-ages. This film was excerpted from a play with the very name written by Edward Albi. In this 
film a young couple was invited to the home of a middle-aged couple where the whole party befell in a night which is a symbol 
of unconsciousness. The young guests are the symbolic images of the main hosts. Such symbolization indicates the process of 
moving through the middle-age crisis. Jung’s archetypes of Persona, Shadow, Anima, Animus, and symbolic signs in the images 
demonstrate the solitude theme in the contemporary human. On one hand, by the use of metaphors, irony, and sarcasm, the 
internal and external devastating forces establish the language of the film; on the other hand, they shake up the very cohesion of 
the "Self". Agitation, emotions, excitement, love and affinity, violence and fear, all lead to interpersonal conflicts between the 
characters. Their defense mechanisms are not effective any longer in the middle-age phase. Characters inevitably struggle 
between the factual and the fictional worlds; seeking a way to unify the aspects of their personality, they intend to reach 
transcendence through the unconscious. The approach of absurd with hopes and understanding in its background is expressed to 
flee from solitude. In an interdisciplinary approach of psychological study of artistic work, this project illustrates the process of 
moving through the middle-age crisis to reach psychological transcendence and ultimately attainment of a cohesiveness "self" in 
the modern world. 
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Introduction  
 
  The movie "Who's Afraid of Virginia Wolf" is derived from a drama under the same title by Edward Albee. In the 
movie, a young couple, Nick and Honey are invited to a night party by Martha and her reluctant husband, George. 
During the long talks over night, their life stories, the private, and the hidden realities of their lives are exposed. 
Components and elements of the movie are based on visual signs and symbolic dialogues; their recognition helps to 
understand the aesthetics of this work. There is nothing in a justifiable text that lacks meaning; even the most 
mundane functions in the movie such as a telephone ringing or lighting up a cigarette bind meanings (Barthes and 
Allen, 1385, p. 96). Hence, what is most imperative is to understand the symbols of the movie which have 
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surrounded it thoroughly.   Recognition of the symbols in the movie, which exposes the dimensions of existential 
personality, may be facilitated by psychological analysis. Carl Gustav Jung is amongst the psychologists who 
recognize signs as a crucial method of understanding personality dimensions. The signs can be anything, such as 
language, codes, sounds, movements, clothing, food etc. Signs do not receive their meaning by direct relations with 
objects or occurrences in the world; indeed, a sign is the composition of cause and effect (Shamisa, 1386, pp. 214 & 
215). Based on Jungian theories, psychoanalysis of the signs in movie "Who's Afraid of Virginia Wolf" illustrates 
how to transition from middle age crisis and to achieve coherence and integration of the "Self".                                                          
Research Objective  
 Psychological analysis of the movie "Who's Afraid of Virginia Wolf" by Jungian archetypes in order to recognize 
middle age crisis.                                                                                                                                                  
Methods  
 The movie "Who is Afraid of Virginia Wolf" is evaluated psychologically by analytical methods and the use of 
Jungian archetypes.                                                                                                                                                                         
Findings 
 To understand the research findings in this movie, the first step is to review the story’s plan. 
1-3 The Plan of fiction: George, an old history professor, returns home at two o'clock past midnight and finds his 
wife, Martha has invited a young professor and his wife for a night party to their house. George is perturbed by such 
an inopportune invitation, but he accepts it reluctantly due to his wife mental dominance over him. Before the bell 
rings, George warns Martha not to talk about their son. Nick, a biology Professor and Honey, an inexperienced 
young woman were the guests at George and Martha's home. With a passage of time and further conversation and 
drinking alcohol, an oral quarrel rose between George and Martha. In the argument, it becomes evident that George's 
job is somewhat owed to the favor of Martha's father. George in turn retaliates by humiliating the novice professor 
and his wife. The conflict between George and Martha escalates and both take initiatives to scorn each other. Martha 
questioned her husband's manhood and George presents a counterfeiting telegram indicating the death of their son. 
Of course, Nick and Honey as well the audience discover that there never existed a son in the family. Posing this 
issue is only a wishful thought converted to an illusion and ultimately to an annoying reality. As morning 
approaches, the young couples who will resemble the old ones in the near future leave their hosts. George and 
Martha are left alone and even their illusive son does not exist to tie them together (Nazerzadeh kermani, 1365, p. 
389). 
3-2 Archetypes in the Movie "Who is Afraid of Virginia Wolf"  
The main archetypes in Jungian theory include:  
1 - Persona: This archetype is a mask with which people cover their faces in their daily lives to show themselves 
different than what they really are (Schultz, 1387, p. 122). Personas used in this movie include smoking, alcohol, 
Journal, and book.   
2 - Anima and Animus: Humans are basically bi-genders. Due to living together, each gender reveals behavioral 
characteristics and attitudes of the opposite gender. The woman’s psyche comprises the male aspects, which is the 
Animus archetype; the man’s psyche comprises the female aspects, which are the Anima archetype (Nazerzadeh 
kermani, p.123). The more prominent indicators of these two archetypes in this movie include house, moon, forest, 
night, and lips.  
3- Shadow: The most powerful archetype introduced by Jung is the Shadow which contains the primary and 
primitive instincts. It includes the immoral practices which should be controlled (Nazerzadeh kermani, p.123-124). 
The elements presented under the category of Shadow in this movie include automobile, dominance over the other 
for total triumph, greed over money, dance, and self exhibition.  
4 - Ego: it demonstrates coordination, consistency, and harmonization of the whole personality; according to Jung, 
struggle for integrity is the main purpose in life. Conscious and unconscious processes are homogenized in this 
archetype to manifest the "self", and this takes place around middle age. This process demands self consciousness 
(Nazerzadeh kermani, p. 124). The inside and outside of George and Martha's home are not homogenized. Outside 
of the home is night time, quiet and dark; while inside is chaotic, crowded, and saturated with noise; the man and 
woman are in their middle age. In the final scene of the movie, the characters achieve coordination, calm, and peace 
to some extent; that could be demonstration of the “Self”.  
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Discussion  
 Moon emerges from behind the clouds. This scene is within the first views of the movie and announces the 
unveiling of secrets. George and Martha, the two main characters of the movie exit from the party and return home. 
They argue together while drinking alcohol. Tired of the party, George wishes to rest; he suddenly realizes that his 
wife, Martha has invited a young couple to their home on the same night. Nick and Honey, the guests enter 
according to prior invitation and the movie continues through a dialogue-based symbolic story. Negative and 
hideous words are expressed by the characters and Martha in particular. During the movie, they state such lines as 
"like a sewer", "You're a beast", "trash and damned swamp ", "you win all the wicket awards" and so on. These are 
all negative characteristics attributed to one another by the use of defence mechanism of projection. The whole 
movie is dominated by clashing ideas, verbal sarcasm, mockery, and stubbornness, a game in which the characters 
use regression as a defensive mechanism. The middle-aged couple has confabulated the existence of a child to make 
their lives more fruitful, but all to no avail. Continuing to remain in their pretentious marriage, they bicker 
constantly. Conflicts in the context of dialogues are shown by themes of despair, jealousy, and aggression. Martha 
invited the guests to satisfy her lust needs by a young man, but Nick suffers from impotence like George. When 
George realizes his wife’s levity to Nick, he picks up a gun out of the storage and aims it at Martha, but instead of a 
bullet, an umbrella ejects out of the gun. George can not kill Martha by guns; his gun lacks enough power! If the gun 
is a symbolic representation of George’s manhood, lack of bullets then is a red cross drawn on his masculinity. The 
umbrella getting off the gun is the shield under which George has hidden himself in his life with Martha. George 
loves his wife, but cannot meet her needs; realizing Martha’s betrayal, he intends to kill their imaginative son. On 
the other hand, Nick and Honey are portraits of George and Martha’s youth. George married the daughter of a 
university professor to progress further in life and in fact to achieve a conquest of some sort; that could also be the 
manifestation of the Shadow archetype. Either way, he remained as a simple professor. He even describes his own 
life’s sorrowful childhood as that of his friend’s destiny; he is in denial! Apparently George caused the death of his 
parents unintentionally and his unconscious is now in misery. George is a 45 year old man with little libido. He 
intends to disregard this, but Martha drags it out of his unconscious making him more dejected. For entering into the 
middle age period of his life, George’s personality is facing a crisis; he struggles for further development. If one 
does not figure out a way out for the task of generation inherent in this phase, one may face such problems as 
intolerance, disintegration, and poor interpersonal relations (Erikson 1968, p. 138). George in the final scene is 
prevailing over Martha, Nick, and Honey, figures out a way out to transition through this crisis. He likes to be like 
Martha and alongside her. The passionate and zealous Martha who has failed to satisfy her instinctual needs is 
afflicted with the middle age crisis too. According to Jung, crisis period starts in middle age and about 40 years 
(Schultz, 1387, p. 136). Martha sarcastic remarks and scolding to George, her screaming and her rage are due to two 
reasons of middle age crisis and failure to satisfy her needs up to this age. Because of the negative characteristics 
that Martha portrays in the Movie, she could be assumed under the influence of the Animus. She plays a male role in 
her marriage. To compensate, Martha resorts to alcohol and blabbering. George on the other hand, plays a female 
role because of his impotence; he is influenced by the Anima. George’s grumbling represents the anima’s conquest 
over him. It is here then where personality dimensions are shaken up and the development and integration of the 
"self" is sought. These people have piled up their complexes, aggression, concerns, and anxieties in their Personal 
Unconscious over the years. Now in their middle age phase, they face major conflicts. The movie takes place at 
night which is the symbol of unconscious. Alcohol also reduced the inhibitions thus the defensive mechanisms; 
consequently, disclosure is facilitated unconsciously. In this movie, four characters humiliate each other constantly. 
They rarely recall the positive aspects of life. They pass over the beautiful and pleasant moments of life too easily 
and seem to be halted on the repulsive and the abhorrent. Although it is explicitly stated in the movie that "the 
foundation of family is based on love and sacrifice", the characters look more for revenge. These behaviors cause 
the reduction of speed in the process of personality evolution. Such a perspective is a barrier on the way of reaching 
the unity in personality dimensions. Of course, needless to say that the writing style in Albee’s works is derived 
from the absurd approach to life. Absurd approach is an attempt to strive at reading, laughing, crying and 
whimpering, not for the traditional idol, but for at least an indescribable sacred. This approach is an attempt to make 
people aware of the ultimate realities of human condition in order to revitalize his primordial anxiety; it is to 
forewarn man of the old, repetitive, mechanical, and contractual life. The absurd approach portrays the disgrace and 
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invalidity due to ignorance and lack of comprehension of reality complain for human life and entity (Slyn 1365, p. 
28 quoted by Nazerzadeh kermani). 
The negative characteristics of people stemming from the absurd scripts are in accordance with the Shadow 
archetype. Martha’s betrayal, indignations unleashed on everyone, and exposition of the characters are reflections of 
the dark and obscure Shadow encompassing everyone. Automobile represents another symbolic sign of shadow. The 
car is driven quickly so the characters reach the dance place. Instincts, motivations, and tendencies gallop to be 
satisfied. The motivation for marriage by both men, George and Nick were to achieve status and money which is 
another expression of Shadow in and of it. In general, in this movie, the Shadow is portrayed by negative behaviors 
and retribution. During the film, characters engage in expositions, drink alcohol aggressively, wear masks and play 
roles, and refer to each other with vulgarity. They exhibit degrading behaviors symbolically. These behaviors, 
symptoms, masks, shadows, Anima and Animus lead characters to stagnations in some parts of the film and 
highlight the theme of loneliness. In this regard, Martha says: “Madness is the only refuge you can recourse to, when 
the world lies overweight on your head.”  This dialogue confirms the bitterness of loneliness. Solitude is the only 
shelter where attending to oneself may transpire. That is where the characters experience inversion and ponder over 
the end result of integration of "Self" and ultimately obtaining union. In the final scene, the two major characters are 
hand in hand to demonstrate coordination and unity. They are willing to restart, but are not sure. Hope and desire in 
the form of sublimation are evident following the absurd approach implicit in the film. They are inclined to 
endeavour in materialization of the Self and this is considered as one step toward achievement of their life goals. 
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